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Superstition and Sorcery 
 
Michael D. Bailey 
 
 In 1398, the faculty of theology of the University of Paris condemned 28 articles 
pertaining to ‘magic arts’, ‘sorceries’, and ‘similar superstitions’. The theologians left no doubt 
about the threat they felt such ‘nefarious, pestiferous, and monstrous abomination’ presented to 
Christian society. They also stressed, however, that ‘it is not our intention in any way to 
disparage licit and true traditions, science, or arts, but we will try to uproot and extirpate, insofar 
as we are able, the insane and sacrilegious errors of the foolish and the deadly rites that harm, 
contaminate, and infect orthodox faith and Christian religion’.1 This was a necessary 
qualification because, as threatening and harmful as superstitious rites were understood to be, 
they frequently bordered on practices that were legitimate, respectable, and in some cases even 
revered. The boundaries between licit and illicit acts could be very difficult to discern, even for 
highly educated experts. Medieval authorities did not need to debate whether superstition ought 
to be condemned, because for them the term superstitio always denoted a condemnable error. 
The troubling issue was instead what sort of practices were to be understood as superstitious. 
This chapter will address this question, examining how the medieval church defined superstition, 
surveying the kinds of practices, both common and elite, that could fall within this broad 
category, and outlining how levels of concern heightened over time. 
 The category of superstition, as deployed by medieval churchmen, encompassed a vast 
array of practices, ranging from simple rites for healing and protection to complex rituals for 
divination or demonic invocation. It was a far broader term than witchcraft (maleficium), sorcery 
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(sortilegium), or even ‘the magical arts’ (artes magicae). Often when exploring the history of 
magic, modern scholars have preferred those other categories, and have generally tried to 
understand them in as clear and precise a manner as possible. It is fairly standard, for example, 
for scholars to avoid referring to any form of harmful magic (maleficium) in the Middle Ages as 
‘witchcraft’ until we reach the fifteenth century and begin to encounter accusations of ‘witches’ 
(malefici or maleficae) operating in clearly diabolical, conspiratorial cults.2 Medieval writers, 
however, frequently lumped practices together rather than splitting them apart, particularly when 
it came to issuing condemnations. As important as it is to recognize the distinctions that existed 
within the practices they catalogued, therefore, we must also note the commonalities and 
connections church authorities saw between those practices, in order to understand the dilemmas 
they encountered when trying to parse condemnable superstitions from ‘true traditions, sciences, 
or arts’. 
 While medieval magic and witchcraft are much studied topics, far less work has been 
done on superstition per se, and most scholarship has been limited in some way. It is, after all, 
the very expansiveness of superstition as a category that makes it a daunting topic for research. A 
fundamental study remains Dieter Harmening’s Superstitio, but he ends his work with the 
thirteenth-century scholastics.3 His student Karin Baumann addressed the late medieval period, 
but only through German vernacular sources, while Maria Montesano drew only on works by 
observant Franciscans.4 Bernadette Filotas restricted her important study to penitential sources 
from the early medieval era.5 Patrick Hersperger approached the issue exclusively through canon 
law.6 Emilie Lasson and Krzysztof Bracha both focused on single texts by major fifteenth-
century authors (although Bracha’s study in fact ranges widely across all of late medieval 
superstition).7 Jean Verdon offered a complete survey of the entire medieval period, but only as 
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an overview.8 Euan Cameron did excellent work integrating clerical opposition to medieval 
superstition into a narrative that extended through the Reformation and into the Enlightenment, 
but ultimately concentrated more on those later periods.9 My own work, focused on the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, has been restricted mostly to northern Europe, and, while I 
have tried to integrate a range of sources, I have relied most heavily on specialized theological 
works.10 These are also the sources on which I will mainly draw in this essay. 
 My late medieval leanings notwithstanding, Christian authorities had been concerned 
about superstition from the earliest days of the church. Patristic texts provided essential 
definitions and descriptions of superstition, as a category, that would be reiterated for the next 
thousand years. Ecclesiastical leaders also debated superstition and perceived superstitious 
practices at church councils, spoke against them in sermons, and made them a major focus of 
penitential literature.11 Early in the eleventh century, Burchard of Worms collected many earlier 
pronouncements about superstition in his monumental Decretum, particularly in book 19, known 
independently as Corrector sive medicus.12 In the high medieval period, sources on superstition 
multiplied. It continued to be treated in sermons and pastoral literature, and it was taken up more 
systematically in canon law.13 Scholastic theologians addressed the abstract category in their 
commentaries and summae, and inquisitors used it to label strange practices that they 
encountered as they began to patrol the countryside.14 
Only in the late medieval period did numerous specialized treatises dealing 
predominantly or even exclusively with the topic of superstitio finally appear.15 While the 
intensity of their focus was new, however, the ideas they expressed were not; nor were many of 
the practices they condemned. They offer both a window into late medieval anxieties and a 
reflection of earlier concerns. Also by the late medieval period, one can effectively approach 
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superstition, or the world of common practices that authorities might fear were superstitious, 
through vernacular literature. Perhaps the most remarkable and extended work of this kind is the 
anonymous Evangiles des quenouilles, dating from the mid-fifteenth century, which depicts a 
group of spinsters relating various beliefs and practices known among women to a male scribe 
over the course of several winter evenings. The character of the scribe begins by noting how 
most men treat this ‘wisdom’ with ‘derision and mockery’.16 In fact, many churchmen would no 
doubt have subjected what they would have taken to be these women’s obvious superstitions to 
far harsher condemnations. While works like the Evangiles remind us how rich and varied 
medieval reactions could be, however, I limit myself here mainly to what I regard as the 
mainstream of authoritative discourse, inevitably clerical and Latin, that shaped the idea of 
superstition over the medieval centuries. 
 
Definitions and Frameworks 
 
 Remarkably, given that the scope of superstition could be so vast, medieval churchmen 
really had only a couple of definitions to which they continually returned when trying to 
comprehend the parameters of superstitio. The first was provided by Augustine in the second 
book of his De doctrina Christiana. He wrote that ‘superstition is anything instituted by men 
having to do with crafting or worshipping idols, or worshipping a created thing or any part of a 
created thing as if it were God, or consultations and pacts concerning prognostications agreed 
and entered into with demons’. He immediately added: ‘such are the efforts of the magic arts, 
which the poets are more accustomed to mention than to teach’, as well as ‘the books of 
soothsayers and augurs’, before concluding that ‘to this category also belong all amulets and 
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healing charms that medical science condemns’.17 More than eight centuries later, Thomas 
Aquinas crafted the only definition that ever competed with Augustine’s, declaring that 
‘superstition is a vice opposed to religion by excess, not because it gives more worship to God 
than true religion, but because it gives worship either to that which it ought not, or in some 
manner which it ought not’.18 Like Augustine, what Thomas mainly meant to imply was the 
fearful possibility of worship offered to demons. 
 Beyond these two somewhat abstract definitions, medieval churchmen had only a handful 
of authoritative frameworks to help them understand the range of practices that might become 
superstitious. As noted above, Augustine mentioned some categories of potentially superstitious 
practices when he defined superstition in De doctrina Christiana: the magic arts in their entirety, 
divination and augury, and healing charms, and he would later add erroneous forms of astrology 
as well as ‘utterly inane observances’ like stepping on the threshold whenever one passed one’s 
house or going back to bed if one sneezed while dressing in the morning.19 Another important 
typology was Isidore of Seville’s categorization of different kinds of magicians in his early 
seventh century work Etymologies. These included malefici, who could ‘agitate the elements, 
disturb the minds of people, and kill by the force of their spells without any drinking of poison’; 
necromancers, who raised the dead to prophesy; augurs, who divined by the flights of birds; 
astrologers (mathematici), who observed the course of the stars; sortilegi (a word that would 
later come to mean sorcerers more generally), who cast lots (sortes); as well as those who crafted 
magical amulets; and enchanters (incantatores), ‘who accomplish their art with words’.20 
 Centuries later Thomas Aquinas would, in addition to defining superstition, establish an 
influential system for categorizing practices. He focused in particular on forms of divination, 
although his categories were often expanded by later writers to include other practices as well. 
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He first posed the basic question whether different forms of divination should be distinguished at 
all, since he regarded them as grounded in essentially the same kind of error. He took most of his 
forms of divination from Isidore but added others, such as chiromancy (palm reading) and 
spatulamancy (divination by animals’ shoulder-blades), knowledge of which had returned to the 
medieval West via Arabic sources during the twelfth century.21 He partitioned these practices 
into three broad groups: divination that drew explicitly on demons, such as was the case with 
necromancy; the passive observation of signs, such as augury or astrology; and active forms of 
divination such as casting lots. Subsequently, he introduced further categories, addressing the 
legitimacy of divination performed by means of demons, by the stars and heavenly bodies, by 
dreams, by augury and observance of omens, and by lots.22 
 The most influential framework, however, was established by Aquinas’s contemporary 
William of Auvergne, a theologian and later Bishop of Paris from 1228 until 1249. In chapter 23 
of his work De legibus he laid out 10 categories of ‘idolatry’ (idolatria), which many later 
writers employed as categories of superstition.23 The first and most terrible form consisted of 
rites performed explicitly through demonic agency. Then came other varieties, almost any of 
which might also involve demons in some fashion. There were rites directed to the stars, sun, or 
moon, including erroneous astrology (2). There were practices entailing the four elements, such 
as geo-, aero-, hydro- and pyromancy (3). People might craft supposedly animated statues to 
consult or worship (4), or they could employ images such as circles, triangles, or pentagons in 
dubious ways (5), which churchmen readily interpreted as forms of demonic invocation. Other 
rites involved the improper use of written characters or figures (6), or of spoken words or names 
(7). People often attached special significance or power to particular times (8), such as the 
widespread belief that the so-called Egyptian Days each month were particularly unlucky. 
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Similarly, some people falsely ascribed ominous power to ‘beginnings’ or ‘initial causes’ (res 
initiales) of any sort (9): a voyage, a marriage, or a military expedition might be destined to 
succeed or fail depending on the time or conditions under which it began. William’s tenth 
category of error was that of ‘discovery’ (inventio), which meant regarding various everyday 
occurrences as omens. Encountering certain animals might portend good or bad fortune, as could 
crossing paths with a monk, finding a horseshoe or discovering a coin on the ground. 
 As precise as these categories could be, they rarely appeal to modern scholars seeking to 
craft typologies of medieval practices. Above all they focus mainly on supposed sources of 
power – demons, the stars, the power of spoken words or written characters – rather than the 
potential ends to which that power could be used, whereas modern scholars tend to categorize 
practices in terms of healing spells, harmful sorcery, love magic, and the like.24 Modern scholars 
also tend to emphasize the basic distinction between common practices widespread throughout 
medieval society and more rarified elite practices that required some degree of Latin learning and 
typically involved more complex procedures, often recorded in instructive books or manuals. 
Such distinctions were not formally part of any medieval typology of magical or superstitious 
practices. For example, William’s category of rites focusing on astral bodies included both 
learned astrology and simple spells uttered to the rising sun or the new moon. Medieval writers 
did recognize this basic distinction, however, at least in their rhetoric if not in their abstract 
theorizing. They were keen to assert that many superstitions were mainly, if not exclusively, the 






The rites and observances that can be classified as common superstitions were extremely 
diverse. Probably the most universal were healing practices, which is certainly not surprising. In 
an era before much effective medicine, vulnerability to illness and injury was obviously a 
tremendous concern. Some of the practices that writers condemned or simply called into question 
can appear quite sensible. In the early fifteenth century, for example, the anonymous English 
didactic work Dives and pauper described how wounds should be cleaned with ‘blac wolle and 
olee” (black wool and oil). It also noted, however, that people often employed spoken charms as 
they performed this action, arousing concern among churchmen.26 A half-century later, the 
Munich court physician Johannes Hartlieb reported than many people believed cleaning wounds 
with holy water guaranteed that they would not become infected.27 The value of washing a 
wound was not in question, but the assumption that holy water would automatically block any 
infection could be deemed superstitious, since it presumed that divine power could be 
constrained to operate in a set way. 
Medieval people recognized the medicinal powers of many herbs, roots and other plants, 
and insofar as they relied solely on the natural properties of such items they were immune to 
charges of superstition. Common practice, however, was often to pick medicinal plants at certain 
times, such as on the feast of Saint John (midsummer’s day) or under a full moon, in order to 
augment their power, which gave church authorities pause.28 Authorities also worried about the 
common practice of reciting certain words while gathering herbs, even if these were entirely 
Christian formulas. Most churchmen condemned any such recitation, except in the case of the 
Apostles’ Creed or Lord’s Prayer, which, following a precedent long set in canon law, they 
judged to be legitimate and beneficial.29 Words themselves, especially prayers or liturgical 
phrases, were widely believed to have great curative power. Many laypeople believed that the 
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words used to consecrate the host during a Mass possessed healing virtues, or they used charms 
invoking Christ’s wounds to heal their own injuries.30 
Many healing practices appear to have been general in their intended effect, but some 
applied only to specific ailments. The most common of such rites mentioned in treatises against 
superstition dealt with fever.31 Thomas Ebendorfer, a theologian in Vienna, related that people 
often said prayers, particularly the Pater Noster, to relieve fever. This was fine in itself, but they 
then added superstitious components to the rite, such as saying the prayer only at a particular 
time.32 Rites to cure toothaches also appear to have been common. Ebendorfer also decried the 
improper use of prayers for this purpose, while Denys the Carthusian criticized people who 
rinsed their mouths with holy water to relieve their pain.33 Other practices aimed to relieve 
backaches or cure eye afflictions.34 
Along with healing, protection from harm in various ways was a major focus of 
potentially superstitious rites. Many people apparently believed that attending Mass would not 
only benefit them spiritually but could protect them from specific physical maladies, such as by 
preventing blindness.35 Others held that wearing an amulet containing Gospel verses would ward 
off most diseases, while amulets containing the names of the biblical Three Kings were thought 
to control epilepsy.36 One detailed rite involved placing a pig’s shoulder blade on an altar and 
reading passages from the four Gospels over it. Thus empowered, it could be fashioned into a 
cross that would provide protection from ‘perils at sea, and from corporeal enemies, such as 
thieves, and from all misfortunes’.37 Numerous rites claimed to provide protection against 
dangerous animals, most frequently wolves.38 Others promised to defend against serpents or to 
ward off caterpillars, insects, locusts or mice.39 
10 
 
Churchmen also frequently lambasted superstitious rites intended to control the weather, 
particularly to protect crops in the fields. Peasants might erect crosses to ward off storms or 
employ the Eucharist or ring church bells to the same end.40 People apparently also gathered 
special herbs on Saint John’s Day and burned them in their fields, invoked Christ against coming 
storms, or hurled stones into the air to quell tempests.41 Other rites simply aimed to increase the 
general health and fertility of crops.42 Again we see how many of these rites were rooted in 
clearly Christian practices. What worried churchmen was the tenuous boundary between 
legitimate devotional behaviour and erroneous superstition, which even they often had trouble 
demarcating precisely. 
Beyond active rites intended to achieve some specific end, medieval people took 
numerous occurrences as signs or omens, to the consternation of clerical authorities. Animal 
omens in particular appear to have abounded. Crows landing on a roof, an owl flying over a 
house, or a rooster crowing before dawn were all held to portend misfortune.43 Likewise if a cat 
or hare crossed one’s path this forebode ill.44 Curiously, encountering a wolf, serpent or toad 
could all be good signs.45 Some felt that encountering a clergyman while on a journey was an ill 
omen.46 Many people believed the flight of birds could reveal a favorable route for a journey, 
predict the outcome of a coming battle, or foretell an approaching storm.47 Murderers could be 
identified because blood would flow from the corpse when they were brought into its presence.48 
Thieves would be unable to swallow blessed cheese.49 
Interestingly, although false astrology was a long-standing category of superstition, 
sources rarely present examples of ordinary people observing astral signs. Churchmen constantly 
rebuked astral divination in general, but they typically presented detailed accounts only of elite 
practices. They also frequently criticized divination from dreams, pronounced against the use of 
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sortes (which could mean either casting lots or almost any other form of active divination), and 
condemned common beliefs that particular days or times were either lucky or unlucky, especially 
belief in the supposedly ominous Egyptian Days.50 Of course, since all our sources were written 
by members of a literate elite, the insight they offer into common rites and observances is 
inevitably imperfect.51 The churchmen who engaged in combatting superstition had a strong 
interest in understanding the practices they believed to exist all around them, but they inevitably 
saw common practices from their own perspective, framed by categories inherited from a long 
tradition of Christian writing against superstition and shaped also by a range of elite practices 
employed by people very much like themselves. Those rites, too, were an important component 




 While in modern parlance superstition tends to imply a foolish, poorly thought out, and 
above all unscientific belief or practice, in medieval Europe many aspects of learned art 
(scientia) could warrant the label superstitio if pursued improperly. Learned astrology, for 
example, and related forms of astral magic were often sharply contested. The practice of 
astrology had an impressive intellectual pedigree stretching back into antiquity, and it was 
championed as a legitimate science by major medieval thinkers like Albertus Magnus and Roger 
Bacon.52 Other authorities, however, harshly criticized what they perceived to be improper forms 
of this art. Augustine did not hesitate to label it a ‘pernicious superstition’, and Isidore of Seville 
held that astrology was always ‘partly natural, partly superstitious’.53 Medieval authorities 
agreed that heavenly bodies projected powerful energies toward the earth. Charting the position 
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of the stars and attempting to calculate their effects on earth was a worthy science, and certain 
legitimate predictions could be based on such calculations. Problems arose when predictions 
were made about matters over which authorities felt the stars exerted no natural influence, 
although the exact nature of that distinction was a source of debate. 
The most common astrological prognostications in medieval Europe were natal 
horoscopes. Authorities agreed that the bodies of newborn infants were highly impressionable, 
and so the force of the stars at the moment of one’s birth might impart enduring characteristics 
that could shape one’s destiny. There were even debates about whether the stars operated on 
Christ’s physical body in this way.54 Any narrow prediction about specific events in a person’s 
later life, however, ran headlong into the divine promise of human free will. Between these two 
agreed-upon limits, authorities struggled to locate an exact divide between legitimate science and 
condemned superstition. Another widespread form of astrological practice involved 
‘interrogations’, in which astrologers sought to predict specific events based on the positions of 
the stars. People might inquire about the likely outcome of a battle, a marriage, or a mercantile 
voyage if it were undertaken under certain astral signs. Again, authorities became suspicious 
when they felt that these predictions extended beyond occurrences that the natural energy of the 
stars could directly influence. At worst, they feared that demons entered into these operations, 
deceiving the unwary with false signs or conspiring to bring about predicted outcomes by their 
own power.55 
Astrology was closely connected to other learned arts in the Middle Ages, perhaps none 
more than medicine. The German theologian Nicholas of Jauer repeatedly compared legitimate 
astrologers to physicians in that both expertly observed certain signs to ‘diagnose’ otherwise 
unobservable conditions, and both were able to make informed predictions about future 
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developments without entering into illicit divination.56 Johannes Hartlieb, a physician himself, 
noted that doctors frequently needed to observe the heavens in order to treat their patients, since 
different astral energies could promote either illness or health.57 But physicians could also lapse 
into superstition. Jean Gerson chastised the entire medical faculty of the University of Paris for 
allowing superstitious practices to infect their art, particularly in terms of their use of amulets, 
written characters, and crafted figures.58 He subsequently wrote a tract against potential 
superstitions pertaining to an astrological amulet in the form of a lion crafted by the dean of the 
medical faculty in Montpellier, although he noted that such images could be used legitimately, as 
the physician Arnau of Vilanova had done to treat Pope Boniface VIII a century earlier.59 
Most authorities accepted that certain materials, like gold, had a natural affinity with and 
could help focus the natural energy of particular heavenly bodies, but they feared that crafted 
images, especially those with any figures or writing engraved on them, served instead to 
communicate with demons. Similarly, they felt that certain terrestrial materials – herbs, minerals, 
or gems – might possess powerful natural properties but could also be used in various demonic 
rites. Johannes Hartlieb addressed such dangers when he discussed books that taught how to use 
herbs, stones, and roots to summon demons.60 
Complex rituals intended to summon demons did indeed exist in the Middle Ages. This 
learned art, known as necromancy, was passed on through magical texts known not just to 
practitioners but to opponents as well. In the fourteenth century, the Catalan inquisitor Nicolau 
Eymerich mentioned manuals such as the Table of Solomon and Sworn Book of Honorius, which 
he had confiscated from magicians, and in the fifteenth century, Johannes Hartlieb mentioned 
several magical tomes, including both a Key of Solomon and a Figure of Solomon, as well as 
Picatrix, a famous text of astral magic that had originated in the Muslim world and passed into 
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Europe through Spain.61 These texts described rites that, to critics, demonstrated blatant worship 
to demons. As the inquisitor Eymerich wrote: 
In the aforesaid and some other books … it appears indeed that invokers of 
demons manifestly exhibit the honor of worship to the demons they invoke, 
especially by sacrificing to them, adoring them, offering up execrable prayers … 
by genuflecting, by prostrating themselves, by observing chastity out of reverence 
for the demon or by its instruction, by fasting or otherwise afflicting their flesh … 
by lighting candles, by burning incense or spices or other aromatics, by sacrificing 
birds or other animals.62 
Such notions, including animal sacrifice, were not far-fetched, because necromantic texts 
themselves called for the sometimes gruesome killing of animals in certain rites. One powerful 
love spell required that a sorcerer bite out the heart of a dove with his own teeth then use the 
blood to draw a figure on parchment made from the flesh of a female cat that had been skinned 
while in heat.63 
 Where opponents saw supplication and worship, practitioners claimed that they 
commanded demons through their rituals, drawing on the natural power of the substances they 
employed or even on the power of Christ. Many pointed to the biblical example from the Book 
of Tobit, in which young Tobit burns the heart and liver of a fish to drive away demons. 
Opponents responded, however, that this act had been accomplished by divine power, not fishy 
innards.64 Because most necromancers were clergymen of some level (given the necessity of 
Latin learning to practice their craft), they could easily think of themselves as performing 
practices akin to the Christian rite of exorcism when they commanded demons to do their 
bidding. This was a powerful argument, but no less an authority than Thomas Aquinas provided 
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what became the standard counter-point: that faithful Christians could expel demons and drive 
them away but never compel them to perform services. To gain service, necromancers had to 
offer some form of adoration to the demons they summoned, whether they intended to or not.65 
And worship given to that which it ought not be given was, again according to Aquinas, the very 
definition of superstition. 
 
Shifting Focus of Concerns 
 
 From the time of the early church fathers, Christian authorities had held a dichotomous 
view of potential superstitions. On one hand, they were silly errors held only by the foolish and 
uneducated. In terms of their consequences, superstitious rites were often described as empty, 
worthless, and vain. The proper response on the part of any serious thinker was disdain, but 
nothing more. On the other hand, superstitious rites were also seen as a primary means by which 
demons caught foolish people in their snares. Augustine himself demonstrated the derision that 
characterized so many intellectuals’ attitudes toward superstitio when he repeated a remark by 
the Roman rhetorician Cato. Many people took it as an omen if they found that mice had chewed 
on their shoes at night. This was ridiculous, Cato quipped, although it certainly would have been 
a sign worthy of remark if the shoes had chewed on the mice.66 Augustine also declared, 
however, that ‘all superstitious arts’, no matter whether they were merely foolish or actually 
harmful, were ‘constituted through a certain pestiferous association of human beings and 
demons, as if by a pact of faithless and deceitful friendship’, and so they should be ‘utterly 
repudiated and shunned by a Christian’.67 
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 Throughout the Middle Ages, the degree of concern churchmen directed against 
superstition depended to some extent on the depth of their concern about active demonic menace 
in the world. In general terms, a trajectory well known from the history of medieval magic 
continues to apply: lesser concerns and a focus on penance rather than punishment in the early 
medieval period gave way in later centuries to terrible fears, culminating in the notion of 
diabolical, conspiratorial witchcraft and the first large-scale witch-hunts in Western Europe. 
Even as late as the early eleventh century, a legal source like the Decretum of Burchard of 
Worms could treat superstition mainly in terms of foolish error. Whether he was discussing the 
use of amulets, other healing rites, or practices intended to arouse love, cause impotence and 
infertility or control the weather, he often specified that the real superstition was to believe that 
these vain and empty actions could produce any real effects. The penalties he prescribed were 
always penances, mostly in the form of fasting.68 Thereafter attitudes began to harden, however, 
as churchmen began to express darker concerns and demand more serious penalties in papal 
proclamations, inquisitorial manuals, pastoral treatises, and ultimately texts directed specifically 
against superstition and witchcraft. That increasingly specialized literature may not have initially 
reflected more widespread attitudes. An examination of more quotidian pastoral texts has found 
that magic was rarely a matter of deep concern to lower-level church authorities, and that 
penance rather than harsh punishment remained the norm even into the late medieval centuries.69 
Nevertheless, the attitudes of high-ranking churchmen were clearly changing, and that shift 
ultimately had tremendous consequences for people at all levels of European society. 
Much of this shift in attitude can be attributed to the growing seriousness with which 
authorities regarded superstitious practices among elites like themselves, such as astrology and 
necromancy, which becomes evident in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and develops 
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dramatically in the fourteenth century.70 In the fifteenth century, they began to (partially) reorient 
their condemnations of supposedly superstitious rites, now highly diabolized because of the need 
to address the explicitly demonic invocations of necromancers, back toward more common 
practices and more ordinary people. The shift is patent in the career of Jean Gerson. The Paris 
theology faculty’s condemnation of 28 articles of superstition and sorcery was produced under 
his direction in 1398 and addressed learned magical practices almost exclusively. The specific 
kinds of rites it mentioned all involved complex rituals and elaborate paraphernalia: binding 
demons into gems, rings, or mirrors; burning incense in the course of an invocation; saying 
prayers, performing ablutions, or even celebrating Mass as part of these rites; offering the blood 
of hoopoes or other animals; or baptizing images of wax, copper, lead, or gold.71 In his own 
writings, Gerson addressed such elaborate rituals, but he also gave considerable attention to 
common practices. In his first known sermon against superstition, delivered at the French court 
in 1391, he indicated that the court was becoming infected with the superstitious beliefs of the 
common society surrounding it.72 Similarly, a decade later, in his tract On Errors Concerning the 
Magic Art, he chastised the Paris faculty of medicine for condoning common healing practices 
that he called ‘the pestiferous and stupid superstitions of magicians and old sorceresses’.73 While 
he wrote works on learned astrology and astral image-magic, he also wrote tracts against 
common superstitious connected to the observance of special days or to hearing a Mass.74 
Gerson’s influence on later churchmen who condemned superstition was pervasive, at 
least across much of northern Europe.75 Most fifteenth-century treatises against superstition 
reflect his mix of high and low, elite and common. Most also reflect his intensely diabolized 
concerns, even in cases of the most seemingly benign common practices. Gerson maintained, for 
example, that even passive observances such as the belief that certain days were unlucky, which 
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most previous authorities had judged to be a foolish but basically harmless error, represented an 
opportunity for demons to undermine the true faith. In this case, demons sought to work harm on 
supposedly unlucky days so that those false beliefs would be perpetuated.76 Also in terms of 
clerical perceptions about the gendered nature of superstition, Gerson was a major transitional 
figure. While authorities who wrote mainly against elite practices focused necessarily on 
educated men, when Gerson turned to common superstitions he also turned against women, 
writing repeatedly of ‘old sorceresses’ or ‘uneducated little women’.77 He was, of course, far 
from the first churchman to associate superstitious error especially with women, whom medieval 
authorities almost universally considered more foolish and prone to demonic deception than 
men, but his writings reflect a notable sharpening of this rhetoric that continued into the fifteenth 




 We are well informed about official attitudes toward superstition, and we can chart 
changing levels of concern with some degree of certainty. Far less clear is the nature and scope 
of the actual practices that led to the condemnations by legal and intellectual authorities over 
many centuries. The categories of practice they record are often highly generic and drawn in 
large measure from the writings of earlier authorities. Medieval churchmen regarded superstition 
as rooted, ultimately, in the eternal and unwavering malice of demons, who sought always to 
lead faithful Christians into error. One expert has described their view of superstition as 
essentially ‘ahistorical’, while another has commented on the intensely ‘literary-traditional 
character’ of their writing, unconcerned to reflect accurately the real world of beliefs and 
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practices that existed around them.79 Even when sources present a putatively contemporary 
practice in some detail, there can be room for doubt. In 1423, for example, the Vienna theologian 
Nicholas of Dinkelsbühl described a vernacular incantation intended to increase wealth, which 
called on the new moon. An anonymous treatise from southern Germany composed at roughly 
the same time described almost exactly the same spell.80 Was this, however, actually a common 
practice in this region to which both writers were witness, or did one simply read and copy from 
the other? 
 Still, most scholars working in this area think that there are ways to discern at least the 
basic shape of real practices even from the largely proscriptive literature that church authorities 
produced.81 One fruitful approach would be to pay more attention to shorter, more practical 
pastoral treatments of various forms of superstition and use these to try to inform our reading of 
longer manuals and treatises, which tend to be more encyclopedic and generic.82 Another 
approach would be to pay more attention to those churchmen who tolerated or even supported 
practices that most of their colleagues considered superstitious. The Zurich clergyman Felix 
Hemmerli, for example, wrote a series of tracts in the mid fifteenth century on various blessings, 
charms, exorcisms, and adjurations that he considered to be valid and legitimate practices.83 
Such tolerance can be found even in famously intolerant works. Treatises on witchcraft, which 
begin to appear in the fifteenth century, often discuss means of protection against bewitchment. 
These generally include officially sanctioned practices such as prayer, pilgrimage and making 
the sign of the cross, but also encompass amulets, incantations and herbal remedies, all of which 
could be viewed as superstitious but which authorities could be more willing to tolerate when set 
against the far greater perceived evil of diabolical witchcraft.84 
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 Scholars are also increasingly turning away from the proscriptive dictates of the church 
and focusing on texts used by practitioners themselves. This is obviously more easily done for 
elite, learned practices. As mentioned above, medieval necromancers recorded their rites in 
magical manuals, some of which enjoyed wide circulation despite their illicit status. Other texts 
recorded other kinds of spiritual, astral, or natural magic deemed superstitious by authorities.85 
The so-called Ars notoria, for example, consisted of rituals for conjuring angelic spirits. Its 
practitioners claimed these rites had been used by Solomon. Its detractors argued that it was just 
another thinly veiled form of demonic invocation.86 Astrological and alchemical texts abound, 
and need more systematic study. Even some forms of common practices can be approached in 
this way. A surprising number of textual amulets survive from the Middle Ages – bits of paper 
covered with written formulas and then worn on one’s person, usually to heal or protect from 
harm.87 
 Amulets represent not just textual evidence of common practices that were frequently 
labeled superstitious but also an aspect of material culture. The majority of physical items used 
in magical or superstitious rites that have survived from the Middle Ages are representative of 
elite forms of practice: rings, gems, mirrors or astrological images, often inscribed with symbols 
and writing. The herbs and roots that so many texts tell us were used in common rites have long 
since rotted into dust. Archeology might uncover other kinds of items, although scholars face 
enormous problems determining solely from archeological remains when or if common items 
might have been used for magical purposes.88 Relatively little work has been done in any of 




 Most basically, our understanding of the vast array of practices that could be lumped 
together under the heading of superstition in the Middle Ages will grow the more we look to 
what are now the margins of the field, whether these be methodological (material culture rather 
than texts), chronological (prior to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and the much-studied 
rise of witchcraft), or geographical (central and eastern Europe rather than the west). We will 
also benefit by looking away from the well-studied narrative of increasing concern and 
condemnation to focus more on evidence of skepticism or toleration whenever we can find it. 
Finally, while most detailed work will need to focus on specific areas of practice, we should 
remember that for many medieval thinkers, essential connections existed between what to us can 
appear high disparate practices. Even if these connections exist only in terms of formulaic 
expressions of possible demonic entanglements, they are still an essential part of medieval 
understandings of the broad range of belief and behaviour that could be labeled as superstitious. 
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